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About West Side Stories 
 

This oral history is part of the West Side Stories project of the Kodiak Historical Society. West Side 
Stories is a public humanities and art project that intended to document the history of the west side 
of Kodiak Island through oral history, photography, and art. The oral histories chart the personal 
stories of individuals with a longtime connection to the west side of Kodiak Island, defined for the 
scope of this project as the area buffeted by the Shelikof Strait that stretches from Kupreanof Strait 
south to the village of Karluk. The project endeavored to create historical primary source material 
for a region that lacks substantive documentation and engage west side individuals in the creation of 
that material.  
 
The original audio recording of this interview is available by contacting the Kodiak Historical 
Society. Additional associated content is available at the Kodiak Historical Society/ Baranov 
Museum, including photographs of interview subjects and west side places taken during the summer 
of 2015, archival collections related to the west side, and journals and art projects created by west 
side residents in 2015.  
 
This project is made possible due to the contributions of project partners and sponsors, including 
the Alaska Historical Society, Alaska Humanities Forum, Alaska State Council on the Arts, Kodiak 
Maritime Museum, Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge, Kodiak Public Broadcasting, Prince William 
Sound Regional Citizens Advisory Council, and Salmon Project. 
 
 

Note on Transcription 
 

After the initial transcription was completed, a second transcriber performed an audit/edit by 
listening to the oral history recording and verifying the transcription. The interview subject then had 
the opportunity to add or retract information. The following transcript is the resulting document. 
Editing is intended to make the interview easier to understand. Bracketed words indicate they were 
added after the interview. The use of [é] indicates that something that was spoken does not appear 
in the transcription. Often, these are false starts. In some cases, it is information that the interview 
subject retracted later. The original audio file is available for listening.  
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Oral History of Weston Fields 

 
WF: Before she [Wanda Fields] died, had been working on a book about fishing and I was helping 
her, and it was largely finished. The actual narrative was done up to about 1977, õ78, but that might 
be some help to you. 

AG: I know you also wrote a book about setnetting, didn't you? 

WF: That was a little different. That was actually like a textbook for the class on salmon gillnetting 
that they had when they first started the community college. Carolyn Floyd was President, our first 
President, and they had the Fisheries Technology Program there. Pete Resoff was the one who 
taught that class for many years. He was a setnetter in Kupreanof. His son, I think, is still a setnetter 
there, Resoff. So anyway that was a textbook and it was all about how to do it and things like net 
mending, how to set anchors, how to take up, how to pick fish and all that.   

AG: I need a copy for the exhibit.  

WF: You got a copy? 

AG: No, I need a copy for the exhibit. 

WF: Okay. I have a copy here and a copy in town, but the copy here has been used so much by the 
crew for net mending and all that, but I have a good copy in town. Youõd be welcome to it. 

AG: Great. 

WF: It  was written before the days of personal computers. I think I wrote it in '72, õ73, along in 
there. So it was typed on the state of the art, at that time, IBM correcting selector typewriter and 
then printed and then a few copies bound. What they did for the class was just they Xeroxed copies 
of that, and Beth Kourmetis, I know, is one that Xeroxed a copy for herself and some of the others 
on the south end. So it got around, but that was more than forty years ago. (Laughing) 

AG: I know of it because Bud Lather told me about it. But let's get started. It  is July 31, 2015. I am 
at Bear Island with Weston Fields, and this interview is taking place as part of the West Side Stories 
project. So thank you, Weston.  

WF: Youõre welcome.  

AG: Can you tell me when and where you were born and what brought your family to Alaska? 

WF: I was born January 16, 1948 in Long Beach, California. My parents were living in Los Angeles 
at the time right after World War II,  and they came to Kodiak to be house parents at the Kodiak 
Baptist Mission, They came in 1949, June 1949. I was a little over a year old when we came up. At 
that time everybody came up on a steamship. Very few people flew from Seattle in those days. So 
that's how we got here. My parents were at the Mission for three years, and then they decided to stay 
in Kodiak but find other employment. So my mother became a schoolteacher and taught until she 
retired in the late '70s and my dad did a number of things, and one of them was salmon fishing. He 
also had his ranch at Anton Larsen Bay from 1956 until about 1980 or so. It  was in November of 
1960. We had, as a family, beach seined in Middle Bay for two years back in 1954, '55. [é] Dad had 
a seiner in Kodiak for about five years. I had been on the seiner as a crewmember since I was nine. 
Started out beach seining when I was six (laughing). Then he heard about a chance to buy this setnet 
site. In those days, it was practically unheard of to buy a setnet site, but the fellow who lived here, 
Henry Lamberg was his name, Norwegian, had fished here for a few years and decided to sell. The 
site had been previously fished by the father of Jack Wick, who is still a local guy, a couple of years 
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older than I am. He had unfortunately drowned out here in 1949 putting out anchors by himself. 
They found the overturned boat but they never found him. And so we came out here in June, May, I 
guess, of 1961. That first year, just Dad and I were fishing because Wallace [Fields] was only ten 
months old and Duncan [Fields] was only five years old. Wallace really was a babe in arms, and we 
didn't have a crib or anything here because Henry had been just a bachelor and he just had a bed for 
himself. So Dad went over to the beach there at Sevenmile and found these little driftwood sticks, 
and he made a crib out of driftwood sticks for Wallace. So that was our first year and we've been 
here fishing every year since. 

AG: Why was it mostly unheard of to buy a setnet site? 

WF: Well, first of all, Kodiak at that time didn't have any such thing as the leasing of fishery sites 
like you have state leases now that you can get. Secondly, most setnet sites were fished by a single 
person or a man and his wife. When we first came here, no setnetter had any crewmembers or 
anything like that. And most importantly, perhaps, you could go and find a good site a lot of places 
by yourself. You didn't need to buy it. A lot of setnetters still put up tents and lived in tents during 
the summer. So there was no necessity, and you could buy as many licenses as you could find people 
to put in their names. Eventually, a place like this which had a couple of buildings had been built up 
by some of the Norwegians, were valuable enough that it took a little money to buy them. Now you 
have to remember that at that time a good year's wages would have been around $3-5,000. Five 

 
Wanda, Wallace, Duncan, and Weston Fields outside their home, the Governorõs Mansion Rooming House 

(aka Russian American Magazin), around 1960. P-941-40. 
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thousand would have been 
pretty high for a year's wages, 
and so what Henry was asking 
at that time was $4000 for the 
buildings and the sites and 
everything. He had actually 
only two sites where he had 
been fishing. A few boats they 
were pretty old wooden boats, 
really old (laughing), not much 
in the way of gear, some linen 
nets, no nylon nets, and cotton 
lines and manila lines. So 
$4000 for a site was quite a bit 
at the time. I think the next 
one that sold in this area was 
probably the following year. 
No, 1966. Lloyd Swan, who 
fished in Chief Point and who 
also owned a place at 
Harvester, and we bought that 

from him in 1963 [é] which consisted of a house and a warehouse and a chicken house and not too 
much more. Well, Lloyd had been fishing over at Chief Point and he sold his site to Gary Abston, 
who is Virginia Abston's husband. Now you probably know, you might know Trish, the daughter, 
and so-forth. I forget what her married name is, but anyways. 

AG: Cox.  

WF: Cox, yeah. Then after that, over the years a few and eventually most of the sites in the bay here 
transferred for money. Money passed hands. Danelskisõ bought theirs about 1972 and Franciscosõ 
bought theirs from the sister of Otto Erickson after he died, and then eventually bought the house 
and a site there by the old cannery from Bill Hoagland's stepson. That would have been in the '70s. 
Tom Keck sold his place probably in the '80s and that was over in Greenbanks. But some of the 
places, like where Stan Ness has, his dad and another guy just saw the place and thought it would be 
good and squatted. In those days, early days of statehood, there was very little control of the land 
during federal times. You could just squat anywhere. Everything was squatting. Now Henry here, 
this island, had a federal grazing lease because he raised cows and he provided meat for Karluk and 
Larsen Bay. That goes back to pre-World War II  times when there was no refrigeration. Actually, in 
a lot of the villages, going back that far, they didn't even have generators. So he would kill the beef 
in the fall when it was cold enough and they could keep it cold more or less. But there were no deer 
around this far down at that time. See the deer were only planted in the '30s around Kodiak and it 
took them a long time to get down here. Not many deer, any deer that I remember. Maybe there 
were some in the early '60s. Then there was on Sevenmile, Bill Wood was there fishing in 1961 when 
we came, and he was a real mentor to me. A good friend of the family. He was the stepson of Kris 
Helgason from Terror Bay, the guide. His mother was from Afognak and he had grown up at 
Afognak. His stepfather, Kris, had fished that site since 1927 and then Bill fished it. He died in 1977, 
and then his widow fished it for '78, '79, õ80. So about three years and sold out to us in 1981. Then 
down the corner where Wes Wiley is, that site was owned and fished for many many years by the 

DeWitt Fields, Westonõs father, 1982. P-779-10-67. 
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Von Scheele family. Herman Von Scheele. Von Scheeles were, in those days, still somewhat tied to 
Afognak before the tidal wave. They certainly were tied to Afognak. I don't know if any ever lived in 
Port Lions [é], and they sold out in about 1972 or 3 to a guy named Dennis Nelson who decided to 
become an attorney, so he sold out to Tom Keck who sold out to Wes Wiley. Tom Keck was well 
known to a lot of us because he was a high school teacher. So that's where Wes Wiley got his start 
there in Greenbanks. He was my Algebra II  teacher in high school (laughter). A lot of the guys were 
school teachers. Leon Francisco was a school teacher. And then going on down the bay, Haugheys, 
Al Haughey was a school teacher. He bought that place from Jake Laktonen who was originally 
from Karluk but lived for many years in Larsen Bay, and he bought that in the, oh, late '60s, 
something like that. So it took a while before places were sold. But even after places were being sold 
there were others who came in and tried new places. For example, you know Don Nekeferoff? He 
tried fishing in front of just about everybody on the island (laughing) in the 1980s. He's still around, 
by the way. Did you ever talk to him? 

AG: Huh-um. 

WF: He would be very interesting. [é] He came to the 50th year reunion of the classes of '65 and 
'66 a couple of weeks ago, and although he was in the class of '63, he came anyway. So he's still 
around. He would be very interesting to talk to. So that kind of goes around the bay there. There are 
a few others, but most of the places are originally people just sort of set up there. Now one of the 
big factors, and I'm sure you heard about this in Uganik, too, for the sort of rise of the setnets was 
the ending of the traps and statehood. And a number of the setnet sites are on trap sites at 
Longbeach over there, Chief Point, Greenbanks. None on this side [south]. There were trap sites on 
down toward Karluk, but they didn't allow setnetting there. Now, when I first started, you could 
setnet about any place on Kodiak Island. Those restrictions came in only later. For example, down 
around Halibut Bay, Gurney Bay, Bumble Bay, Ayakulik, Red River, that was full of setnetters. Port 
Bailey serviced all those setnetters, but in order to do that they sent tenders down to their traps from 
Port Bailey. Like they had the trap at Longbeach and then they could go on down and catch the 
setnetters, catch the trap on the way back again, so it was worthwhile to run the fish all that way. 
Then when the traps went out, then Port Bailey said, òWell we can't service the setnetters in that 
area anymore.ó So just like that, all the people in Halibut Bay, Gurney Bay, Bumble Bay and Red 
River had to quit. So they came up, went all over, came up to this area, Uganik, and so forth. But 
famous people from Kodiak used to fish down there. Alf Madsen, the famous bear guide, fished 
there. A guy named Wilsgaard, who was a famous, I mean in Kodiak, old sailing ship skipper who 
came to Kodiak or to Alaska in sailing ships about 1885 or õ86 or something like that. He used to 
live with us when we had the rooming house in the museum. Wilsgaard. Captain Wilsgaard. He 
fished down there. Otto Erickson, who had the place the Franciscos have now, he started living 
there at least as early as 1912. We knew him quite well, and he fished down in Gurney Bay. And that 
was back in those days, the '40s, the cannery at Carmel was still there, so that gave them also a 
market. When Carmel went out of market, then they had Port Bailey. When Port Bailey said no 
more, then that was it. They didn't have a market. Everybody had to quit. 

AG: What about APA? 

WF: They didn't want to send a tender all the way down. They sent tenders every day to Karluk, but 
that was because of the beach seine. So the seiners were sort of an afterthought. Now, of course, the 
seine fleet developed more after statehood. But yeah, APA had the traps you see here. I think APA 
had the one at Chief Point, Greenbanks, and then they had the beach seine, which was like a trap 
(laughing), you know, at Karluk because they could fish right at the mouth of the river.  
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AG: Well, you mentioned then 1927 someone of setnetting over here? 

WF: Yeah, Kris Helgason. 

AG: [é] What do you know about the beginning of setnetting in Kodiak? Because I know that 
initially it was beach seining at Karluk. There was really the commercial fishing gear. 

WF: Yeah, [é] Well, there was the Northwestern Cannery here at Old Uyak right where Wallace's 
house is. Actually, we bought that property from a company that bought it from another company. 
It  started out Northwestern. It  was eventually taken over by Wards Cove, and then it was a land 
company called Trident Land Company. It  had nothing to do with Trident Seafoods. That cannery 
was there from about 1898, along in there, 1890s. They went out of business in 1929, the Great 
Depression. Iõm just looking at my watch for the crew. I have to say something to them to get them 
going at three. Now the president of that company, like a lot of people did in 1929, he jumped out 
of the window of a hotel in Seattle, committed suicide because he lost everything. So that cannery 
stopped. But we had letters that we got, either out of Henry's houseñ. I think probably they were 
Russian Dick's place on Sevenmile which is basically two houses along Sevenmile. The first one is 
Russian Dick's, the second is where Bill Woods lived, and then that way down the corner is Wes 
Wiley. There is also another cabin down there, too. Now, in the Russian Dick's place we found some 
letters back to the ô20s and the letters were from Northwestern. They were saying something like, 
òWell, it's about time to think about getting your sets ready and if you need any kegs.ó At that time, 
there is no such thing as plastic buoys, so all the kegs were wooden barrels, sometimes this big, 
sometimes this big. In fact, I have saved all of ours underneath the warehouse here, and you can see 
exactly what we all used in those days before plastic buoys. So the cannery is writing saying it's time  

 

to get ready for the season, I think this is 1927 season, and if you need anything let us know we will 
order it, nets and so forth. So I know it goes back at least till then. Beach seining was a lot harder 

Weston Fields holding an old shore keg. P-1000-7-155. 
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way to get fish for one or two people than setnetting, a lot harder, with no power blocks. We beach 
seined for two years in Middle Bay. You beach seine and a lot of the good places where humpies 
come is full of grass on the bottom and kelp, and you have to pull all that in by hand. And you 
might be lucky to make three or four sets a day because it was all by hand. And actually, when we 
seined up till 1960, almost the entire fleet was still seining by hand. So you can imagine pulling in a 
whole seine by hand. You didn't make that many sets. So I think, mainly, setnetting was popular 
because it wasn't as labor intensive day by day, and secondly, setnetting allows you to fish a lot more 
places. I mean, [é] almost all our sets, letõs see, except one, Iõd say, are in places where you couldn't 
beach seine because they are all full of rocks. You can fish off the points, the capes, and fish way off 
out the beach at Sevenmile which [é] Kris Helgason was doing in 1927, fishing way off shore. Itõs 
all full of rocks in close, but you can get some fish if you [go off shore], but you could never beach 
seine. Thereõs one place on all of Sevenmile Beach, when you reach the corner, where you can 
actually beach seine. Well, maybe two. Also, setnetting is often a more efficient way to catch reds, 
especially if you compare the kind of seine gear that people had back in the '40s, '50s, '60s. Reds 
often travel in very small schools or singly, so you have to hold hook for a while or be in just the 
right spot if youõre going to try to catch then with a seine. Now with today's gear, [é] you take 
someone like Mitch Keplinger, you know, he can kill the reds. But a lot of it has to do with gear. 
And so setnetting for the June fishery, which was traditionally the big time for reds, was really a 
superior way for a single guy. So lots of seiners setnetted in June and fished seines in July and 
August. For example, Swan, who lived on Harvester, he did that. And Von Scheeles, they did that. 
They had a boat. And also Kris Helgason. He had the KFC-121. That was from Port Bailey. ôCause 
that was Kadiak Fisheries, you know. And so lots of seiners did that. Oh, even take for example, 
Dennis Knagin. They had a site up in Uganik, Viekoda Bay, but they seined because a seine inside 
the bay is a more efficient way of getting pinks, you know. And then it's important to understand 
that the type of gear that people had until the 1960s wasn't anything like the nylon gear that we later 
got or the leads inside the line instead of outside. 

AG: Describe the gear that you first used, please. 

WF: Well, the first year we were out here we had linen nets that we got from Henry. And linen nets 
weren't nearly as strong and theyõre hard to keep from rotting. So you really had to dry them well 
and even so they rotted easily. We had manila anchor lines and some cotton anchor lines. They [é] 
took a lot of care if you planned to use them a second year. All of our stuff was old old old stuff. 
Our first net that was a nylon net, we actually borrowed later on the first season from Annie 
Johnson, who was the wife of the former watchman up at Parks [Cannery], and her sons were like 
Jimmy Johnson and Tommy Johnson, and theyõre cousins like to Virginia Abston, through their 
mothers, see. Well actually, Virginia is a sister to Tommy. 

AG: Yes. 

WF: To Tommy and Jimmy. But Jack Wick is a cousin and theyõre allñ. Well, we borrowed a nylon 
net first from her. And we were still fishing for several years, even up until õ63, '64 with some lead 
lines that had leads molded on the outside of the line. We even had the molds here and the lead to 
pour into the molds to actually put those leads on ourselves. But when you pull that kind of a 
leadline up into a skiff, itõs five times harder than if youõre pulling this new leadline with the leads 
inside. And I actually still have here probably examples of almost every kind of gear we ever fished, 
including manila lines, both new and used. Cotton lines. I still may have some linen netting, but I 
certainly have netting that goes back as far as 1964 or '65. All different kinds of line, you know. It  
was a big thing. I remember when we got our first roll of polypropylene line. One roll of it, 200 feet. 
Letõs see, 200 fathoms would have been 1200 feet. Yep, 200 fathoms. In 1962, that was such a big 
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thing, you know. But all of that line was floating so then you had to put weights. Everybody had to 
put weights. Some people tied rocks or some other kind of weights, you know, pieces of machinery 
or something on the lines. We actually made a lot of circles of lead, and I still have a lot of them 
here, by making a mold in the sand. And then Dad would melt old leadline leads in a skillet on a 
campfire on the beach, a wooden fire on the beach, or a little Coleman stove, and then we would 
pour it into these molds, and that's what we used. So at first, there weren't any such things as, you 
either had nylon which was extremely expensive, or the floating polypropylene. And then in the early 
ô70s, late '60s and early '70s you got this PolyDac, which is a combination of polypropylene and 
dacron, and it sinks. That was a big thing for everybody. So those are some of the things. We used 
all wooden skiffs. Everybody did, of course, and much smaller motors. Our first skiff here was 
about fourteen feet. It  was a skiff that the cannery let us use. In those days, many people either 
leased or just used from the cannery, their skiffs for holding skiffs, for picking skiffs. And it was 
awhile before we could, I think it was 1965, no õ64, we had a couple of skiffs built by a guy from 
Chignik, in his garage in Kodiak. But it was all wood. And we were some of the last to switch over 
to aluminum. We had all these wooden skiffs. We loved our wooden skiffs and we still have some of 
them. Duncan [Fields] has one down at Harvester and we have several of them in Kodiak that we 
never sold. And we have small motors, 18-horse [power] at first. I ômember first 33-horse that was a 
big, that was a big step, a big motor. And eventually 40s [horsepower] but [é] we probably got our 
first 40 maybe in the '70s. There were people that used a little bit bigger, but everyone had wooden 
skiffs. That was a big thing when we changed to aluminum skiffs. Another big development later on 
was rollers, in the front of the skiffs. That was huge.  

 

 

Aluminum skiffs on Harvester Island. P-1000-7-69. 




